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Praise for Edwina Currie


Diaries 1987–1992


‘The Diaries are spry and informative … So much activity, so much plotting, all doomed. Here is the impact of any good diary: a reminder that our ambitions live little longer than mayflies, our worries are as ephemeral as a summer sea fret … Her plain talking is terrific, particularly as she is standing up for herself against odious, sexist colleagues. [These are] not really political diaries … they are better than that … [they are] rich, readable portrayals of life.’ Quentin Letts, Daily Mail.




 





‘Frank and funny, you can’t put her down.’ Time Out




 





‘Fans of the inner workings of Westminster will find much to enjoy, because Currie is an energetic and sharp-eyed diarist, and her portrayal of Parliament as a rivalrous boys’ club is undoubtedly spot-on.’ Sunday Times




 





‘Her diaries are full of interesting vignettes from her years as a minister and backbencher and they’re written in a characteristically forthright style. She doesn’t suffer fools gladly and she doesn’t pull any punches when it comes to describing colleagues who get up her nose.’ Mail on Sunday




 





‘An hilarious irreverent portrait of Yes Minister proportions.’ Glasgow Herald




 





‘The frankness pays off, and her humour helps to make this as entertaining as many a novel.’ Manchester Evening News




 





‘Currie comes across as energetically ambitious and refreshingly undiplomatic in her willingness to insult her peers. Her saving grace is that she recognises her own failings. It makes intriguing reading that puts the turgid style of many political diaries to shame.’ The Observer
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The secret springs of events are seldom known. But when they are, they become particularly instructive and entertaining … the greatest actions have often proceeded from the intrigues of a handsome woman or a fashionable man, and of course whilst the memoires of those events are instructive by opening the secret workings of the human mind, they likewise attract by the interest and events of a novel … If some people would write down the events they had been witness to … the meaning of an age would be transmitted to the next with clearness and dependence…


I have been in the midst of action … I have seen partys rise and fall – friends be united and disunited – the ties of love give way to caprice, to interest and to vanity…




 





Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, September 1782

























Author’s Note





The full text of this diary runs to 336,000 words. My warmest thanks are due to Biteback Publishing and their editorial director, Sam Carter, and to Adam Sisman, who initially undertook the immense task of editing.


When I started the diary in the summer of 1987, just after the general election, I made myself two promises: that I would always write down exactly how I felt at the time, and that I would never go back to alter anything, however unpalatable or wrong my judgements might subsequently prove to be. During editing we have maintained these principles; nothing has been changed, except where necessary to make sense of the abridged script.


It may startle readers to realise that many Conservatives including myself were strongly pro-European, but this was the party of Harold Macmillan, who had originally tried to join the (then) Common Market in 1961, and of Edward Heath, who succeeded in the following decade. Margaret Thatcher was the driving force behind the Single European Act of 1986, which helped create the modern European Union, the greatest association of free people the world has ever seen. However, as we now know, there has been a substantial degree of difference between its ideals and its outcomes so far.


The originals will I hope eventually be placed with supporting papers in the archives of the Women’s Library as part of their collection of twentieth-century women in politics.




 





ECJ September 2012
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Preface





Edwina Currie’s first volume of diaries began in the summer of 1987 and ended in the early spring of 1992, just before a general election. The Conservatives, led by John Major, were hoping for their fourth successive victory; polls indicated that the result was too close to call. John Major had been in power only sixteen months, since winning the Party leadership election after Margaret Thatcher stood down in November 1990. Among the most important of his ministers were Norman Lamont as Chancellor of the Exchequer, Douglas Hurd as Foreign Secretary and Kenneth Baker as Home Secretary. The resurgent Labour Party was led by Neil Kinnock, assisted by Shadow Chancellor John Smith.


At the time of the 1992 election, EC was forty-five. She continued as a backbench Member of Parliament after her resignation from Mrs Thatcher’s government in 1988. The following year (October 1989) she published a book about her experiences as a minister, Life Lines; and in 1990 she edited a volume of essays, What Women Want. Since 1983 she had been Conservative MP for South Derbyshire. She and her husband Ray, a chartered accountant with Arthur Andersen, had been married for twenty years. They had two daughters: Debbie, born in 1974; and Susie, born in 1977. They divided their lives between the Tower House, their family home in EC’s constituency in Findern, a village near Derby; a flat in Victoria, within easy reach of the House of Commons; and Les Tuileries, a house in Mouliherne, a village in the Loire Valley. When Parliament was sitting, EC and her husband tended to spend the working week in London, travelling to Derbyshire for the weekends.



















1992





Victoria, Tuesday 14 April, 5.30 p.m.


Well: we won the election1 and I was offered a job, and I turned it down. Next stop, Europe (and clearing my £8,000 overdraft!), I hope…


I certainly didn’t want to be Minister of State at the Home Office, under Ken Clarke2 as Home Secretary. Ken would do all the interesting stuff and there would be precious little left. Prisons and the police, law and order and the Asylum Bill: I just could not see myself doing that, answering questions at the Dispatch Box on the latest prison riot, moving the Prison Department to Derby, and no doubt fighting Ken tooth and nail on something he disagreed about (age of consent for homosexuals perhaps? Immigrants? We’d find something…). It’s a job that can’t be done half-heartedly and it’s only worth doing as a stepping stone to the Cabinet – and to choose that route means giving up all hope of Europe before 1999. I want to be part of that, rather than fretting and unhappy in a team of deadbeats led by an aggressive, bolshie egomaniac!


I did discuss with John3 whether I could do the job and then go to the European Parliament. He felt (1) the ministerial post might interfere with getting a nomination; and then (2) I would have to spend time nursing a seat. Really he was hinting that I wasn’t being fair, taking a job path that I didn’t mean to continue. I can see his point, but on the other hand he needs strong people he can trust in Europe. He doesn’t think Europe will be as important or interesting after Maastricht, as the enthusiasm in several countries is cooling, he says. My view on the other hand is that the difficult issues are now replacing the euphoria: that the 1990s in Europe are going to be very tough, but all of us need it strong and successful, and we should therefore put our efforts to that objective. We have such a huge agenda: completing the market; coping with the tensions that imposes, such as human rights and migration, the downsides of nationalism and of the free movement of labour; enlargement; helping the newly democratic countries which are having a very rocky time; accepting the political responsibilities of being an economic superpower – and so on. John just doesn’t see it like that, but all the people I’ve talked to on the other side of the Channel do. Anyway, the weather is better, the money is interesting and the food both, and to me there’s real politics to play.


I suppose I felt a bit cross, too. I asked if anything else was on offer, and the answer was no, for ‘most of the posts were taken already by people they had managed to contact before me.’ Now there’s a downright lie. I was phoned at Findern at 12.50 p.m.; I’d been in the office at Swad4 since 11 a.m., and the kids were at home, so it would have been easy to get hold of me any time this morning. I didn’t come in to Downing Street till 4.15 p.m., but it would have been quite easy for John to have spoken to me on the phone at lunchtime, had he wanted to.


I suspect some of the Secretaries of State refused to have me. The obvious Department for me is Education, as I was PPS there for Keith Joseph and I’m a former teacher and lecturer. But John Patten, the new Secretary of State, might have worried that I might have upstaged him (I wouldn’t have); perhaps MacGregor, the new Transport Secretary, felt the same.


Was it a set-up? John knew I wouldn’t work for Ken, I had told him that several times. Did he remember, and put me in a difficult position? Down the end of the line, end of the afternoon – take it or leave it? Or was he trying to be kind? Most of the reshuffle is a balancing act between different factions of the Party, with both Jonathan Aitken5 (anti-Europe) and Anthony Nelson (pro-Europe) in; I don’t have a faction or following as such, so nobody would have been upset or surprised if he’d left me out, as in December 1990. I asked him why he didn’t offer me something then, and he said he couldn’t remember, but I recall how he was when being groomed for Chief Whip: it’s become part of his soul to try and satisfy all those who need to be satisfied. If he was going to be kind, or repay a debt, that was the time to do it. Not now.


I do feel annoyed that no one thought what I could usefully do. I’m a fighter, a communicator. Not a civil servant, not an administrator. For thirty years I’ve been in at the hard end in the fight against socialism and the Labour movement; my target is state corporatism, the notion that the state is all-wise, that the government is here to help you. I share Margaret Thatcher’s instinct that there should be as little government as possible (though with record numbers of Bills, she didn’t practise it). Here, we have seen off that lefty philosophy with yet another general election victory. There is no battle against socialism in Britain, not for several years anyway; but it’s still alive and kicking in the EC, and that’s where I’d like to pursue it.


There are two other, lesser reasons for turning John down, which made it much easier than I thought. One is the press, who have been pursuing me since yesterday. Hot news, sweetheart – how does it feel? Horrible, is the answer. The team of TV people on Derby Station were ghastly – asking whether I’ll keep my mouth shut better than I did in salmonella days. I was tempted to push one young woman off the platform. There stretched before me the prospect of month after month of sleazy scrutiny, pecking away like carrion crows on a living body. I have no techniques for shaking them off and I loathe them with an absolute ferocity. If that is the price to pay, then it is too much. And as a minister I would have no way to pay off my overdraft/buy a new car/pay the accountant or the school fees – so I would be permanently worried about money and frequently frantic.6


Finally there is South Derbyshire. I’ve done everything I can there, to give the area a strong and prosperous future. I could sit back and get fat and lazy. Or I could seek a new challenge, in the fifteen to twenty years left in my political life. And that is what I hope to do.


Victoria, Wednesday 29 April, 8 p.m.


I shall drive up to Derbyshire shortly, but first I must do my diary! It’s curious: I started this nearly five years ago in order to wean me off my lover, and to compensate for my need to talk to someone regularly. It’s been very cathartic at bad times – really helpful. But the fact that I feel less need to write suggests I’m altogether less screwed up than I used to be.


Very much, now, I can put John Major behind me. Thinking more clearly about the way that job offer was handled, I suspect he long since developed a habit of appearing to listen, seeming to take it all in, without absorbing a single word or taking a scrap of notice. Hasn’t this happened twice? Firstly, he knew I wouldn’t work with Ken Clarke, for I poured out my heart to John on more than one occasion in early 1989. Secondly, he knew I wanted to go to Europe and was on the list, following our discussion in early March. (Even when Margaret Thatcher harangued you, she took note and changed tack, at least until her last year or so, when she stopped listening to anything but the sound of her own voice.) So I was puzzled when he offered me that job. If he was trying to persuade me to stay in the UK it wasn’t a very convincing performance. No, I think he had not forgotten, but just thought I was as bloodless as he and that my ambitions ran in the same channel. Not any more, they don’t. He didn’t think either of the two points mattered much, so he couldn’t conceive that I didn’t agree. Angela Rumbold7 says the reshuffle was really the work of Richard Ryder:8 that figures, for it was a careful, shrewd and cold-blooded balancing act. He probably thought he was doing me a huge favour and that I would jump at it, and it didn’t enter his mind to check. Well he knows (some) now. I spoke in Graham Bright’s9 constituency last Friday night. An odd event – a Conservative Political Centre supper which turned into an annual dinner, so half were black tie and half (including Graham Bright) in mufti or dull jersey dresses. It was in one of those rooms with huge pillars and whining air conditioning, and the food was a bit pathetic: dried-out breast of chicken preceded by lumpy, lukewarm potato and leek soup. Nice people, however, and looking for a Euro MP. Graham only just held on to his seat, with a majority of 700 or so. ‘Was the PM cross with me?’ I asked. ‘Well, he wasn’t well pleased,’ said Graham, looking embarrassed. Too bad. Should have tried to find out what I wanted first: at least a little tactful courtesy would have been welcome. The fact that my interview with JM was reported almost word for word in the press next day was very distressing, and unforgivable.


Angela Rumbold was treated much worse and is hopping mad about it. She was phoned by Ryder on the Monday night (13 April). ‘I hear you are thinking of leaving the government,’ said Richard. ‘What? No, indeed I am not!’ said Angela. But the next day, another phone call and she was out. John Major said to me, ‘Angela Rumbold is leaving the government to go and sort out Central Office.’ Angela and I had lunch at Overton’s yesterday, and a very jolly time we both had. She accepted the Deputy Chairman’s job because it needs doing, and will do it for a bit, and then will – wait for it – go for a Euro seat, probably Shelagh Roberts’s in London South West, which we should not have lost. (Shelagh was poorly during the campaign and went home to rest at 5 p.m. each day. What a remarkably brave woman – but it would have been better for the Party, and kinder to herself, if she had allowed someone else to fight it.) I’m thrilled that Dame Angela (as she is now) is thinking on the same lines; that the battle against socialism is in abeyance here; that it’s still on in Europe and that we need strong politicians on our side in the European Parliament. She was entertaining on the subject of Ken Baker,10 who ‘refused to fall on his sword’ by accepting Secretary of State for Wales and told her that he wasn’t ‘another Peter Walker, and intend now to say my piece on the back benches’. She said he’s a very self-centred man (presumably why he tried to be magisterial and failed in the leadership contest) and perhaps John Major always had him marked for a fall at the earliest opportunity.


The night Margaret resigned Angela went to her room in the House of Commons and found only half a dozen people in the ante-room, including John Wakeham11 and Peter Morrison.12 ‘You lot are prize shits!’ she said, and walked through them to find Margaret alone. They sat and held hands; Margaret cried and Angela comforted her. Angela was angry with Wakeham, who she felt let the PM down. I remember seeing him and his little entourage going into the members’ cloakroom about 5.30 p.m. that evening, looking very shifty indeed, a real ‘plotting’ air about them. Never did he do anything by accident.


Meanwhile we have a woman Speaker:13 hooray! The Chamber was packed – lots of love and cuddles for our successes, especially those like Graham Riddick14 who held on against the odds. Sir Michael Neubert15 proposed Peter Brooke. Tom Arnold16 briefly seconded, and managed to offend me at least by saying Peter ‘looked like a Speaker’. Really, I muttered, and what does a Speaker look like? The answer is, a chap: for even though Janet Fookes has made it very clear for years that she wanted to be Speaker, she ‘could not get enough support’ to stand. Translated into English, it means the chaps wouldn’t have a woman. (Incidentally we still don’t have a woman whip; Emma Nicholson17 and Elizabeth Peacock, both of whom would make excellent whips, are left out of government again. If that isn’t sheer, stupid prejudice, then I don’t know what is.) So my mind, already keen on Betty, who was easily the best candidate, hardened as I listened to all the claptrap. She was proposed by a Tory: John Biffen, who was excellent, and seconded by, of all people, Michelin woman herself, Gwyneth Dunwoody,18 who made a splendid speech without a single note. Betty at one time had worked for her father, Morgan Phillips, General Secretary of the TUC. Miss Boothroyd came up the hard way, fighting five times before succeeding. This contest she won easily: 372/238, a majority of 134, with 74 Tories voting for her. What a relief as I turned around in the ‘Yes’ lobby to find I wasn’t the only one! I am genuinely delighted. One in the eye for the stuffy old men.


It’s too late for me, though I have at last been allocated a respectable room, Peter Lloyd’s old one, so my last years in Westminster will at least be comfortable. Poor Peter Viggers19 is distinctly put out, as so far he’s staying put in the hell-hole. The corridors are full of rampaging bands of new MPs (140 in all) looking for desks and empty rooms to squat in. The signing-in ceremony yesterday was equally a shambles, with much pushing and shoving. It’s the behaviour of schoolboys, and I have lost my savour for it. We could all have stood in our places, raised our right hands and been sworn in together; but no, that would be too simple. We might, of course, have our own seats instead of crouching on each other’s laps on busy days. But that would take the fun out of it…


Had lunch with Sir Christopher Prout at St Stephen’s Club last Friday (24th) – he’s current leader of British Tory MEPs. A slight, mouse-like man, dapper, quietly spoken: not much in the way of charisma, no bombast, but nice, and underneath the calm exterior, lots of passion and toughness. So different to most MPs – the nearest would be Nigel Forman perhaps. There are lots of seats coming up, and some key ones are choosing soon. I would have had to ‘come out’ before long anyway. I’ve arranged a meeting in the constituency next Monday night, May Day, to break the news to them. One problem I hadn’t realised, it wasn’t Prout who mentioned it but William Powell, that strange loopy man who just held on to Corby: a dual mandate doesn’t mean twice as much money, it means only 4/3 of a Parliament salary. So after 1994 I would be looking after South Derbyshire for £10,000 p.a., or rather less than a secretarial salary. Of course that is not on! Especially as one would have no time to earn outside. (I was tickled to note that since the election I’ve earned over £4,000 – indeed it will be £5,000 by this weekend; not too bad, really.) I suppose that’s done to discourage the dual mandate, but it does seem peculiarly mean minded. Still by then Deb will be nearer to earning a living and Susie will be away from Repton, so the years of school fees will be OVER! (Last Denstone cheque payment = £5,200. All my parliamentary salary after tax goes on paying fees, every penny.)


I went to a seminar at LSE last night – stuffy, crowded dusty room, no visual aids or slides at all (I’m getting used to industry seminars with all mod cons), with David Butler talking eruditely about the election campaign, and Bob Worcester from MORI agonising about why the polls got it all wrong. Everyone agreed that the campaign in the last week was very different to the earlier weeks. Labour thought they had won and slackened off; the backlash against Sheffield20 grew, unions like NALGO started big advertising campaigns which reminded the voters of the dogs which hadn’t barked until then, and John seized the campaign by the scruff of its neck and talked with conviction about his own policies, his TV/radio interview on the morning before the election being especially effective and showing him in an excellent light.


Now Labour is chewing away at itself as its own leadership contest develops, between John Smith and Brian Gould for leader, and Gould, Margaret Beckett and John Prescott for deputy.21 What a stuffy, dull lot they all seem. Kinnock looks lost; the light has gone out. Major chatted warmly to him on Tuesday and Kinnock looked so pleased. In his own party the tide of warmth and approval has probably moved on.


As for me: Hilary Rubinstein is to retire and Lisa Eveleigh will take his place as my literary agent. The (woman) editor at a different publisher likes the stories, but definitely wants a novel first. I have arranged lunch with Hilary and Lisa for 20 May, and I suspect I should turn up with a synopsis for a novel. How about telling it like it is? Yes, that would be very satisfying, a serious novel based in Westminster… a challenge, could be fun, and might just sell a bit too…


Les Tuileries, Sunday 17 May, 4.15 p.m.


Been lying in the sun on a lounger, dozing, reading Nadine Gordimer’s wonderful novel My Father’s Son; but it is quite windy here, and after an hour-and-a-half, first day in the sun, I’m in danger of being burned. I have to get down to work anyway. The introduction to Stephen Parker’s collection of political anecdotes22 was promised for first 1 April, then the 30th, and now I am the only person holding it up. Stephen and Clare, my secretary, urge me not to worry, but the printer is waiting. I wish I had never said yes, as I can’t think of anything very original to say, as usual. Also waiting to be born are an article on why Marilyn Monroe is an icon among women (for Tuesday 19th, but that shouldn’t be hard), a piece about homosexual law reform for the Mail on Sunday, about which more later, and a speech on Maastricht for the two-day debate starting on Wednesday. My head feels full and my programme rather a burden.


I shall be taking a risk next week on the gay law reform issue. I’ve been a cautious member for some time of the Conservative Group on Homosexual Law Reform, chaired by Sir John Wheeler. We have lost two members to the government: Steve Norris,23 at last, and Robin Squire, to his delight and surprise; others lost their seats, most notably Rob Hayward at Bristol Kingswood. We need some new recruits fast. The BBC’s Public Eye programme asked me for my views – Sam Collins, the producer, turns out to be a small, intense, very bright young man, who makes me feel about ninety. He called back: would I like to go with them to film in Amsterdam? You bet, and off we went, to a cold, windy city. Standing around with cold feet in the rain talking to camera about condoms is not the easiest job I’ve ever done, but at least you don’t feel like breaking up laughing with the sleet sluicing down your neck. I’m keen to see the law on consent changed, preferably to the same as for heterosexuals (sixteen). The practical problem is that the age of consent in Northern Ireland is seventeen, so we might have trouble getting it down further; eighteen must be a genuine possibility. Why do I care about this? Because I hate unfairness and discrimination, simple as that. If John means what he says about getting the best out of everybody, this law should be changed.


In the course of these discussions I was told that Outrage, who have been trying to force allegedly gay people in public life to declare themselves, targeted Peter Lilley.24 But his friend is said to be the key: Michael Portillo, he of the new hairstyle.25 Now Michael Portillo is a very tough character indeed, and would sue in an instant.


I took some trouble to get decent coverage last week and it worked a treat. Lots of requests to talk about why I said no to the PM were politely turned down, but I kept the Sunday Times guessing. I had first out of courtesy to tell the South Derbyshire Conservatives what I was up to. They were funny and sweet, as much concerned about whether I would cause the hassle of a by-election as curious about my decision. Some understood immediately and were jolly nice about it. The conversation moved on, to my amusement, to the qualities necessary in my successor! Pragmatic bunch.


Within days of the Sunday Times article appearing, a letter arrived from the Cotswold Euroconstituency asking if I would like to speak at a conference in Cheltenham. This is the safest seat likely to come up; apparently Lord Plumb will be announcing next week that he is standing down. The new Vice-Chairman in charge of candidates is Andrew Mitchell, the best of last time’s intake in my view – bright, tough and capable; he will work well with the new Chairman, Sir Norman Fowler.26 There is a slight tricky patch ahead when George Stevenson, our local Labour MEP recently elected to Westminster for Stoke on Trent, will announce he is leaving Brussels; a by-election will result and Sylvia Heal, their defeated candidate from Mid-Staffs, will be put up. But that is a rosy trap for me, and I won’t be caught. I will be the first MP to go from Westminster to Brussels in the prime of life;27 nice to create a precedent, but I won’t be the last.


The front-page photos after John had announced his new ministerial team brought home to me exactly what he had done: put the women he wanted in the Cabinet, those he finds no threat. And with two of them there already, a third is unlikely for some time. Mostly I was cross about Gillian Shephard. I like her, but what has she done, ever? Where are the achievements that make her a suitable candidate for the highest posts in the land? When has she stuck her neck out, made a great speech, made her mark on the nation? Answer, she hasn’t, and isn’t likely to, and that is why she has advanced so smoothly, because she looks (a little) like me, but with none of the disadvantages and the risks my appointment would cause. She went round during the election, a senior minister, introducing herself as ‘the one who looks like Edwina Currie’. Never seems to have occurred to her that that’s bloody hurtful to the original model still in circulation and makes her appointment an insult, a real slap in the face. I’m not cross with her, but with John.


I can only get frustrated at a government in which no one will stick their head over the parapet, no one will take a risk, no one has a vision. I can’t easily or happily be part of a conspiracy of silence like that. I’d rather leave, go to Europe, and feel the passion and anxiety of new nations being born, new institutions maturing, new principles being established, new laws being made. As the Queen said in Strasbourg,28 history is being made. I think I shall enjoy it.


Victoria, Thursday 4 June, 11.45 p.m.


My next book will be a novel, tentatively titled A Parliamentary Affair, which I agreed with Hilary and Lisa on 20 May. I’m working on a synopsis – really a quite detailed plot and characterisation; a game plan, a recipe. And hopefully a meal ticket. Richard Cohen, now at Hodder, is sniffing around, and so is Sinclair-Stevenson. I’ll need some money if I’m to stop footling around speaking at conferences of Architectural Ironmongers, as I did this week.


The week in France with Mum and Zena29 was a surprising success – in fact they complained they had too much to do! Paris for two days was marvellous: noisy and full of fumes, but such class. A concert of Vivaldi in the Sainte-Chapelle will stay long with me, and a morning at Réciproque in Rue de la Pompe, trying on second-hand and sample versions of the great couture names. I look stunning in Balenciaga and Ungaro and Karl Lagerfeld, but not so great in Emmanuelle Khanh, and the Chanels and Yves St Laurent looked ordinary. What a find! What an Ali Baba’s cave! Marvellous. I bought three suits and a jacket and two belts = 2,450 francs (i.e. around £250). I shall definitely go again, and probably never shop full price anywhere else… and see if I can persuade the daughters too.


Anyway, in France we got one thing settled. Mum was a lot more disabled than I had realised; she has concealed it very well, but she is slow, deaf and keeps falling asleep and really shouldn’t be alone. So she will sell up Liverpool and move to Bournemouth. Probably renting, so that she can afford a decent little flat and be a wealthy woman for a while. Zena will help. That is a big relief.




Victoria, Thursday 25 June, midnight


Hilary Rubinstein’s retirement party at The Orangery in Holland Park, given by the other directors of A. P. Watt, was one of the nicest events I’ve ever attended. This man (Victor Gollancz’s nephew) turned down Jeffrey Archer and said the title Lucky Jim wouldn’t do; but he represented a host of great names, nurturing Michael Holroyd and Martin Gilbert through years of work to produce ‘milestones in literature’, and looking after Nadine Gordimer, Nobel Prize winner last year, since she was thirty and first came to England. The room was full of well-known names, mostly attached to unknown faces. Libby Purves is now very fat – pretty face, dry skin, tatty hair, stuffed into a beautiful sequinned jacket. (I may be maligning her if she’s pregnant, but I think we’re too old – she was only a year behind me at St Anne’s.) Brian Aldiss looking scruffy, with a brooch of a pterodactyl or archaeopteryx and a scrawny grey-haired wife. Robert Heller over from the States, next to me: friendly and jovial. Patrick Moore falling asleep, a lump of collapsing foam rubber, in the corner; Godfrey Smith, expansive in a large cream suit, white shirt, and pink and green striped tie (no doubt his club: another bit of the language I don’t read). As Oxford undergraduates, Hilary and Godfrey went hitchhiking in Europe after the war with £25 in their pockets: slept in the open in Italy and had one good meal each night. It sounds like an idyllic life from start to finish. Lovely Hilary, been good to me and made my life a lot more interesting, lucrative and fun.


The bad part of the day took place earlier: another of those events where I’m jolly glad I’m not a minister and am only too aware what price my offspring may have to pay for my life. I had been in Birmingham all day doing a very dull conference sponsored by Glaxo at the Birmingham Botanical Gardens (schoolchildren and the Mothers Union on days out, and pathetic, tiny glasshouses and gardens. Mine is more lush these days.) When I came back about 4 p.m. the phone went. It was The Sun: ‘We hear your daughter has been expelled for cheating at her school exams.’ But there was no message to phone Ray, or Deb, or Susie, or the Head, nothing. ‘News to me,’ says I: ‘who told you this?’ ‘The headmaster says he has spoken to you,’ the wheedling voice claimed. ‘Then he is lying.’ And boy, was I beginning to get angry! I couldn’t raise the headmaster at school, which in retrospect was a good thing, but finally reached Deb (via the fax!) at Findern. She had made a remark to a friend at the end of the German exam and had been pulled up for talking. As they left the exam room she muttered that the teacher was a ‘twat’. He heard and flipped – a pretty stupid thing for a member of staff to do, knowing the kids were tired and tense after exams, with more to come. Deb did her last exam without incident on Monday: then instead of dropping it, the teacher complained to the Head and she was carpeted today. And somebody phoned The Sun office in Manchester (her friends, said The Sun. A school employee, at a guess). The headmaster was fool enough to speak to the reporter, saying there had been an internal inquiry (ah! No smoke without fire); Debbie was not being expelled (it was considered then?) or suspended (but she has been told not to return to the school? – yes). What a naïve idiot. Apparently Deb exploded at the headmaster this morning and called him a ‘fucking arsehole’ for making such a silly fuss – and she was dead right. He could have said something positive about a pupil who has been at his school five years; or, if he couldn’t manage that, just refused to comment. Ray eventually called at 7 p.m. and took the school’s side. He sounded imperious and distant and made me even angrier. I told him he sounded just like my father, and put the phone down on him.


At times like these I wonder why I stay with him; we seem so out of sympathy. I stay because no one else has ever come along offering me a home (not just no one better – no one else at all. Ever. And he took some persuading.) And because unravelling all the institutional arrangements, property, mortgages etc. would leave us both diminished and unhappy people. And because being alone is lonely and gets worse when you’re older, so being with someone is better than nothing. And because being nice to a person, courteous, gracious and considerate, is good practice for me, even (or especially) when I don’t feel it or feel like it. Makes me a better person. But oh! how I envy married people who seem to have a meeting of minds and emotions, who know exactly the right thing to say to one another. How nice it would have been to have heard Ray agree with me this evening. But he didn’t.


It looks as if I’ll be the most senior Tory to go to the European Parliament. Dame Angela has decided against. Well, she will be sixty this year (to my surprise) and can have a bus pass – not the best time to try and start a new career. She says she has been offered ‘a good portfolio’ of things to do. Henry Plumb on the other hand doesn’t look to me as if he is ready to retire: he’s sixty-seven, looks fifty-seven, is hale, hearty, competent, busy and important in Brussels and Strasbourg and nobody much here. Still, Dame Angela’s demise means I can try for Surrey. Andrew Mitchell is keen that the sitting MEP (who is seventy-two) should retire, so we might have some chance. The candidates’ list will be ready in September and constituents can choose after that, which I hope will mean after the Party Conference.


House of Commons, Monday 6 July, 11.20 p.m.


Waiting to vote and have just dashed off a cross letter to the Sunday Times which has been whinging on about how greedy we MPs are in wanting an increase in our allowances. I put in nearly £3,000 extra from my own pocket to pay for staff last year and that included stopping all spending in September, so I’ll vote for almost any decent increase! The article moaned about the so-called ‘perks’ of the job – car parking, lifts, escalators, offices, phones etc. Wouldn’t it be nice if we really were rolling in it; I wouldn’t have to earn a living outside at all.


The chances of doing so seem to be increasing. I’ve had several interesting approaches, including BBC Radio 2 (Brian Hayes), Central TV (Sunday Supplement) and from an independent company for Channel 4 or (more likely) BBC, a series of hour-long programmes provisionally entitled Curried Europe. Hope these come off.


The PM was on table-thumping form at Thursday’s 1922 Committee.30 It had been a hard and grotty week for him. The previous day, 1 July, was the start of our Presidency of the European Council: there were supposed to be cocktail parties and fireworks and Britain in charge. Instead the gracious appearance of Delors et al had the flavour of a schools inspection; meanwhile in the Lords, Baroness Thatcher of Kesteven took her place and proceeded to lambast Maastricht and everything else. On Sunday’s David Frost Show she looked quite batty to me, eyes rolling. Maybe it is just that we have grown used to John’s style now, and she looks weird and old fashioned. Both the PM and Hurd have fought back, Hurd saying that if we went back on our word we would be ‘political spivs’. Still they fail to make the argument for the Maastricht agreement: precisely the warning I offered last year. And so they reap the whirlwind of bewildered discontent in the Tory Party and give the impression that ministers don’t much like the Treaty either.


Victoria, Tuesday 21 July, 5.15 p.m.


Waiting for Ray to come at 6 p.m. to take me to see Neil Diamond at Wembley. I moaned that most of the theatre we’ve been to recently was disappointing, like the Shaw (Heartbreak Hotel – very tedious) and how it is always me who gets the tickets; and hey presto, he got organised for tonight. Let’s hope this continues.


Much amusement at Westminster about David Mellor,31 a wide boy if ever there was one. Someone tapped his girlfriend’s phone and sold the tape to the People. Very funny stuff – all about how knackered he was, with two speeches to write. She says it wasn’t her, but it all smelt – she’s an out-of-work actress – well trained, RADA – some £30,000 has changed hands – he’s known her only a few months, seen her two or three times a week, stayed over at her flat (except it was ‘borrowed’) and entrusted much of his affair to a shady character who, it turns out, works for Private Eye and was involved in the ‘exposures’ of Jeffrey Archer and Colin Moynihan’s friendship with Pamella Bordes. This time it’s an ‘Antonia de Sancha’. Apparently Antonia has a hot temper, had a row with her agent a year ago and hasn’t worked since, and is a bit of a fantasist. So she might have been set up too. Anyway, he’s been a naughty boy.


He offered to resign, but John Major (predictably) wouldn’t have it. The whole business may well be the press fighting back after the affaire Ashdown, and ten days ago the Bottomley business. After altering the ‘Health of the Nation’ White Paper to include sexually transmitted diseases and abortions and a target for reducing unwanted teenage pregnancies, Virginia forgot to mention that she was an unmarried teenaged mum herself, taking a year off from Essex University to have Joshua when she was nineteen. He is Peter’s32 son and neither parent looks capable of having a child of twenty-five, but there you are: a little sanctity tainted, a little self-righteousness deflated. The public were very sympathetic to Virginia and the press got a lot of criticism; Mellor announced an inquiry into press invasions of privacy, with possible new legislation, so they pushed the button on the tape recorder…


I think he will survive, in part because John Major can’t afford to start losing ministers, and in part because the public don’t care much. We are becoming more Continental by the minute, and a good thing too!


Frank Delaney took me to Claridge’s last week and fed me a load of Irish blarney along with champagne and medaillons de veau. It was fun, but he’s a sharp character and he was trying to find out what’s truth and what’s fiction in my new novel. I’m not likely to tell him, am I? Still no contract, so I’ll just have to get on with it. I’ve ordered a new computer, faster and quieter and lighter than the old one, so there are no excuses. Please God, support me and help me find a voice.


Les Tuileries, Saturday 8 August


Ray has just taken Susie to the airport to catch her plane back to the UK. We had a lot of fun kitting her out for the sixth form at Repton; there is no uniform as such, but the rules include a blazer-style jacket, a skirt neither too long nor too short, and white blouses with collars. She is now tall and slim and looked like a model: at first she found it a little embarrassing, but after a while rather enjoyed the gasps of surprise from the others and pranced around very happily. She will look good for her university interviews – very grown up indeed.


It’s just five years since I started keeping a diary. After we won the 1987 election and I stayed a minister, it was clear I was going to witness interesting events close to. Now I am a long way from power, but I understand how the system works better than most. If I can get it down on paper, in the novel, particularly against a background of the increasing shift of power away from Westminster, I should feel I had achieved something that would last a while. There must be two books there – one based on certain events, the second (if the first is successful) exploring the relationship with a tough, aggressive and chauvinist boss. I might be able to work in a libel case too, to show what such an experience is like.


Looking at pictures of Virginia Bottomley in yesterday’s papers, I realised that I could have done that job:33 but it was not on offer to me and never would be. Virginia is a very tough lady indeed, with the full backing of her family, and should she want it will be a candidate for the leadership next time round. That could be in five years’ time, when she will be forty-nine – the same age as Margaret when she became leader in 1975. It’s such a pity that I can’t stand her – or to be more kindly and accurate, can’t warm to her at all. She has developed a style of trying to talk to everyone in the voting lobby, offering a kind word from on high here and there, which I find insufferably patronising: and yet she never meets one’s eye.


Les Tuileries, Friday 21 August, evening


Sitting in the evening sun, and sucking a loose tooth. That crown the dentist put on earlier this year is loose, dammit. He was talking politics so much that he didn’t do it properly, the root got infected several times and now I think the post has worked its way out of the bone. So I’m having to be horribly careful what I eat until after Bank Holiday, when I’ve an appointment. Can’t have a gap in the front!


Deb got a C and two Ds in her A levels – extremely disappointing. She worked hard from December onwards, but that’s not enough to make up for a casual approach over the previous fifteen months. At Denstone only one person got a string of As; even Ruth only managed three Bs and now can’t go to Cambridge. This against a background of a record national entry and a record 80 per cent getting A, B or C. So Denstone has a lot to answer for. Deb should not have found herself a few weeks from the exam with any hesitations about German grammar – that should have been sorted out in the first term.


Fortunately it looks as if Huddersfield will take her anyway; when she phoned, the Admissions Tutor told her dolefully that most of the other applicants had done even worse. Her course will be ‘Communication Studies with Theatre Studies’: God, how tedious, how pointless.


I hope Deb is going to be sensible; at the moment I shall count her career a success if she can earn a living without endlessly coming to me for money! Susie’s GCSE results are out next week. Moving her to Repton now seems more than ever a good idea.


My hand and arm are sore from overwork – partly from decorating (finished the big beams yesterday – very satisfying feeling) and partly from around 25,000 words of text created in twelve days, plus the detailed chapter headings which nearly killed me on Monday. However, now I have my framework and some six scenes written. Today I did the rape scene – second go, I couldn’t get into it yesterday and writing it was a distressing experience. I’m glad I’ve got that out of the way.


The evening sun is going down in the gap between the stable and main house, casting long shadows. It’s quiet, except for drumbeats in the distance – Mouliherne is having a rock festival this weekend! We’ve had torrential rain here, day after day – terrible for tourists but it has suited me and my roses and lawn just fine. I was not well pleased to find damp patches in several places on the ceiling, and it rains straight down the chimney, spilling wet black waste on the kitchen floor. The chimney breast in the study is also wet and a bit smelly. So we haven’t finished here yet.


I can hear an owl calling. It is so nice to be here. I do my bits of grieving here, especially after a modest half bottle of Saumur-Champigny. But I find I am grieving little now, and saving my energy for my 3,000 words a day, feeling satisfied at the end, sleeping soundly without dreams. Time for supper.




Les Tuileries, Wednesday 26 August, 11 p.m.


Last night here. Gone very fast, and I’m pleased with what I’ve achieved: most of the painting done, bathrooms spick and span, staircase finished and glowing. I can’t get back before Christmas, the diary is just too tight, but hopefully the remaining bits such as the kitchen fireplace will by then have been attended to. It has been such fun, such a happy experience doing up this place that a mischievous small part of me wants to do it all over again, and I catch myself looking enviously into estate agents’ windows!


Good news on the home front: we have a bid in writing for the novel of £40,000! I was so delighted listening to Lisa that I didn’t note who from. Looks like we’re in business. Good royalties too and UK only, leaving open the possibility of further income from a TV series and USA sales later. Lisa was also clearly thrilled, as this is our first bid, and an ‘opening bid’ at that, so perhaps could go higher. Richard Cohen is still interested and so is Frank Delaney, who it turns out is a scout: what a lowly position for such an able and engaging man, not even a proper agent. Hilary Rubinstein meanwhile has been ruffling feathers with an announcement that he intends to start his own agency from semi-retirement. Apparently he’s written to all ‘his’ authors asking them to leave A. P. Watt and join him; as I haven’t seen the mail I don’t know if I’m one of the chosen few.34 I’m surprised the directors of A. P. Watt didn’t get him to sign a leaving contract preventing him from doing this. Lisa said they hadn’t got round to sending him the retirement photo from the party in The Orangery; it will have to be relabelled ‘semi-retirement’. She sounded miffed and hurt. I’m not changing – Lisa is looking after me with a great deal of energy, and is likely to be in business as long as I am (whereas Hilary is over seventy), so I’d be mad to change.


Tower House, Sunday 20 September, 3.15 p.m.


An extraordinary week – mind-bending, amazing, exhausting. I started writing a diary half a dozen times, but the events of the hours following made it pointless. I was working on the section in the book linking the summer of 1992 to the autumn and that required rewriting several times too!


So let’s start with the devaluation, and sterling being pulled out of the ERM. A blow-by-blow account would start last weekend as the lira devalued and the Swedish krone came under pressure. John Major cancelled a trip to Seville at twenty-four hours’ notice. Finance Ministers meeting last week in Bath under our presidency scrapped the rest of their agenda and discussed how to bring the speculators to heel. It was announced that the Bundesbank was considering a cut in interest rates and everyone relaxed: the word ‘substantial’ was floating around. It transpires that Germany did indeed offer a big cut, but was insistent that the pound was overvalued and must devalue. Our lot said no. It was only a week to today’s French referendum.35 With a little help from our friends, and the increasing hints from France that a yes vote was likely, it seemed a better bet to hold out another week at the same parity.


By the start of this week this strategy was looking distinctly hairy, with a crop of company returns and business reports saying emphatically that the expected boom had vanished and in fact the UK was sliding deeper and more rapidly into a slump, with no prospect of recovery. In the light of these gloomy prognostications the government’s policies of maintaining the parity and resisting inflation seemed pretty irrelevant and off beam, no policy at all.


On start of business Monday morning everyone waited with bated breath. The Bundesbank duly did cut its rates – by 0.25 per cent. Enough to give the impression of reluctance, that they were under political pressure to do so. Not enough to help the pound. Around 7 p.m. Tuesday evening (I read in my well-informed Sunday newspapers) German press agencies published an interview with Helmut Schlesinger, the 68-year-old Bundesbank President, in which he said, ‘The tension in the EMS is not over yet… this will only happen when there is comprehensive realignment.’ That could mean only one thing: that the Bundesbank had expressed publicly its view that the pound should be devalued. Everyone now is expressing shock horror that the Germans should so let us down. What a load of nonsense. Sterling has probably been overvalued for some time. Had there been a genuine boom after the election; had the balance on current account moved back into the black, as it is supposed to during a recession; had the UK government’s own deficit appeared to be under control instead of climbing unchecked towards £40 billion, then we might have held out.


At Tuesday night the Bank of England still had around £25 billion in reserves, which included £7.25 billion worth of foreign exchange, mainly Deutschmarks, raised the previous week. The government declared itself willing to defend the pound with whatever means were necessary.


This is where it all gets bizarre. Nobody in the Treasury, it appears, seriously discussed devaluation or floating there and then. ‘If we had called for a realignment or suspension as early as Tuesday night, the others would have said we had not done all we could to defend sterling,’ the Sunday Times was told by one official (Burns,36 the Permanent Secretary? Budd,37 the Chief Economic Adviser? Bill Robinson, Lamont’s Special Adviser – who?) Treasury officials all went home at this stage to sleep. Foreign exchange dealers prepared to come in early. Doug Bate, chief dealer at Barclays, the largest foreign exchange dealer in London, was at his desk from 5.30 a.m. Wednesday till mid-morning Thursday without a break. One gets the distinct impression that people like him were much more on the ball than economic advisers or politicians. The Bank of England did its best, but did not have a chance. In an average week Bate’s team will handle about £6 billion a day – enough by itself to swamp the Bank of England in four days’ trading. The world figure is about £900 billion per day. The total reserves of the whole EC look puny by comparison, let alone those of a single central bank. When the accounts opened Wednesday morning the money really started to flow from all over the world and everyone wanted to sell sterling.


At 10 a.m. interest rates went up from 10 to 12 per cent, to howls of anguish, people saying that would put paid to any recovery. I had a phone call from local BBC TV (I was bashing away at the book) and immediately said that it was not enough. By lunchtime they were up another 3 per cent, but the increase was too late and made not a scrap of difference. Bate told The Guardian: ‘The weight of money was simply monumental and the Bank simply didn’t have a hope of matching the market.’ In this one day Barclays handled £30 billion: just one bank in one financial centre. The decision was taken to stick it out till the markets closed. It appears a total of £10 billion, maybe £15 billion, was spent by the Bank as sterling fell through its ERM floor.


By evening the extra 3 per cent interest hike had been rescinded and the pound pulled out of the ERM. By mid-morning Thursday it had devalued 10 per cent and interest rates were back where they had started, at 10 per cent.


The nation is reeling and asking what the hell has been going on. Margaret Thatcher in New York is triumphant, failing to mention that it was she as PM who took us into the ERM at 2.95DM in October 1990. She had in the summer enunciated the Milan rules, conditions required before we would contemplate going into the ERM: completion of the single market, inflation down and falling, freeing up of all capital movements and exchange controls elsewhere, an end to other countries subsidising their industries and breaking the rules, etc. Listening to their reiteration at lunchtime today I was struck by the fact that all these conditions have been met, some handsomely, in the two years since. Yet our membership became unworkable, in part at least because those freed-up financial markets are much bigger than one country – or indeed several countries acting in unison. (Both the Bank of France and the Bundesbank bought sterling on Wednesday to help. Another £2 billion worth, which the Bank of England will owe them, but they did try.) We were not wrong to go in, to try. Instead the effort of achieving that Milan position, and competitive pressures, weakened the British economy: or, to put it another way, we failed to rise to the challenge.


Today the French are voting, the vote which started all this uncertainty and instability. I will be commenting on Channel 4 TV tonight on their ‘Midnight Special’ about the results and their effect on the rest of Europe. Whatever the French are voting for barely exists now. There is no chance of monetary union in 1997, and it would be a miracle if the UK Parliament voted for us to join in then. The timetable always looked ambitious, but German reunification and its effect in destabilising and pauperising the German economy has obliged that country to be much more inward looking. Political union, or at least closer co-operation on defence and foreign affairs, has been put on ice already under the challenge of Yugoslavia: there is still a lot of talking to do on the basic philosophies of recognition, allies and military action. France and the UK co-operate better as fellow members of the UN Security Council than fellow EC members. What a pathetic picture. Major said that Maastricht will not return to the Commons, even if the vote today is yes, until the Danes have sorted themselves out – probably with another referendum there in the spring. He is gambling on having enough time to take the Bill through both Houses of Parliament before prorogation in October 1993. Could be a hairy summer next year.


I do find all this profoundly exasperating and irritating. We are left with no counter-inflation policy at all, though that was supposed to be the centrepiece, the sine qua non of policy. We are no longer at the heart of Europe. Major said earlier this year that he wanted sterling to be the leading currency of the ERM – hollow laughs all round, please. I suppose the opening up of competitive markets might well enforce a new counter-inflationary policy, but there is no doubt that it will be much harder for British business to slap on wage increases and price rises when so many other international businesses are hungry for customers too. The oil companies had a 5p rise at once on Wednesday night, the rogues, and said there will be more to come. I think we are heading up towards 10 per cent inflation all over again. That’s the way the British prefer it. At several meetings with Tories this week I’ve faced the question, to me astonishing: ‘What is wrong with a little inflation?’ The attitude behind it, is the answer. That is also the reason I feel so livid about the criticisms flying around about unhelpful Germany: the attitude behind such remarks is to look for someone to blame, instead of squarely taking responsibility, which is what I thought modern Conservatism was all about. It seems I was wrong.


In the midst of all this faxes were flying around about the book. Quite astonishing! The first bid was £40,000 from Doubleday/Transworld, otherwise Joanna Goldsworthy who is delightful and whom we met a week Thursday; they publish Jilly Cooper and did a very swish presentation, complete with blue rosettes. Same from HarperCollins, owned by Murdoch in very smart premises indeed down in Hammersmith, our last port of call that hot sunny Thursday (10th), where I met the chairman, Eddie Bell, a small, chubby Scot – they do Michael Dobbs and were full of good ideas for marketing. Their editor for me, Nick Sayers, was a little ducky: frizzy hair, specs and a distant look, much more literary and intense than the others. He asked me a sharp question as to what motivated any of the characters – didn’t they come into politics with any kind of principles? As a result I went home and rewrote the conversation between Tessa and Elaine in the café. In the middle of these two was an offer of £20,000 from Random House’s Kate Parkin, whose scout is Frank Delaney. The company was neither as well organised nor as keen as the others, and Delaney should know that his efforts are being sabotaged by his bosses. Nice as Kate was, she did not understand much of the point of the story.


The first meeting had been on Monday with Richard Cohen and the top dogs at Hodder and Stoughton. Nothing flash here, just me talking into the very blue eyes of the chairman and showing off a bit. Richard has a permanently pained look on his face but is very able and nice, though I suspect a little indiscreet; it was no surprise to find some details in this week’s Evening Standard column on Tuesday night. Lisa said he is known as a good ‘book doctor’: not someone who can nurse a bad book to health and humour a bad but lucrative author, but an editor able to take a book right to the very peak of what it is capable of being.


Lisa insisted that I get the first two chapters written to show everyone, so the week ending 11 September was quite amazing; after twenty-five hours, starting 6 a.m. and tucked in all over the place, I finished and sent it off on Friday morning. The comeback was lovely, with words like ‘excellent’ flying around – very gratifying. Then the bidding started in earnest. Lisa handled it like a foreign exchange dealer: absolutely brilliantly. We wanted bids by Thursday, but they started coming in on Wednesday night. Random House dropped out: we were not in tune. Soon it was between Hodder and HarperCollins, the former on £66,000, the latter on £60,000. Doubleday then came in with £75,000, payable in quarters. Their marketing presentation was a bit alarming: nudge-nudge, with a lot of emphasis on the scandalous bits. But Hodder are about to lose Lord Archer, who is going in fact to HarperCollins (Lisa thinks because he is close to Mr Murdoch, I suspect because he’s being too greedy). Hodder are therefore desperate for another big name, so back they came with an offer of £102,000, payable in fifths, the last part six months after paperback publication. Before they changed their minds we said yes. Joanna Goldsworthy faxed congratulations. Actually I think we have made a very good deal indeed, for with Joanna it would have been more a woman’s book, with Nick Sayers it would have been more intellectual but to me he knows little about politics, and with Richard I think I have a thoroughly nice man who could manage both. Lisa thinks he may get twitchy about the sex. We shall see. I want the book to sell, dammit.


That leaves only one simple task, getting it written. It has not been easy this week! I managed only seventeen hours and just under 10,000 words, much of which will have to be rewritten. That is not a satisfactory pace of work at all. Still I have one less thing to worry about, with a sum like that coming in over the next two years. All being well, we could have the text ready for the spring, publish in hardback in October 1993 and in paperback immediately after the Euro elections. Then it will be time to start on the next one, if the first is a success.


It remains only to get myself a Euro seat. I still think this is the right course. Being part of the Major administration, so weak, so woolly, so lacking in thought and bottom and principle and charisma; being unable to influence policy; being nowhere near the centre of gravity and stuck pining, far from the stuff that interests me: no thanks. I do believe deeply, passionately, that we must be part of Europe. When I start speaking on that topic I can feel my heart beat faster, my nerve ends strain to convince and explain: to me that matters, more than mere office.


Victoria, Thursday 24 September, midnight


Just come from the economy debate. Bit of a shambles, but we managed first vote majority of 42 (330 to 288); second vote majority of 27 is also comfortable. I think Unionists voted with us first time on the Labour amendment. Then I went out on to College Green and did some TV (Sky) – pretty disgusted to find I was the only Europhile MP out there, all alone, against a well organised phalanx of Bill Cash38 and friends.


Debate itself very mixed (I will write about it for book). House packed. Tories pensive, some sullen. John Major hesitant in places. Strong on Europe but not convincing, and I don’t think the troops liked it. Lamont closed with a robust, cocky bugger effort which they loved. He is an accomplished debater. In him you can see how good John Major would have been with a Cambridge education. John Smith, in his first excursion as Leader of Opposition, was excellent. Behind me Robert Adley39commented that he is the best Labour leader since Gaitskell, but like Gaitskell he could well split his party and see it continue in the wilderness. Ted Heath very good, very funny, went on a bit long – is sure the single market means a single currency and central bank, and it can’t come soon enough for him.


Curious incident after debate. The Prime Minister approached me in the lobby and started talking about Three Line Quips, the collection of quotations. I said gaily that I have a contract for a fourth book, a novel; a few minutes later he took me quietly back into the empty lobby and wanted to know all about it; when I told him the title he blushed furiously! He must realise he is in it, but I will not let him see any, not even the synopsis, because he would get cold feet and I won’t. I told him it was about a ‘youngish MP, very green’ who gets seduced. Poor man! He may have more than enough to worry about. We talked a bit about the debate – he needs reassurance, conscious that he is not carrying the Party with him. He thinks someone in the Cabinet is leaking stories. I asked, ‘Who wants your job?’ and he answered, ‘No it’s not him.’ So Major thinks only Heseltine40 is after his job. I argued that we need a pro-Europe campaign to counteract the Bill Cash onslaught; John said, ‘No one takes any notice of Cash, they all know he’s loopy.’ That’s not true either. I’m alarmed that the PM seems out of touch on these two issues. I told him about chasing seats and the need to persuade elderly MEPs to retire. However, now I know that John doesn’t take any notice, I don’t expect any help from him on that front. I made him laugh and wince and blush about the book, and he called me ‘incorrigible’. Unputdownable, he means. Too bloody right.


Outside in the dark I met the Daily Mail’s Political Editor, Gordon Grieg, who is the nearest I get to a friend in all this. We discussed the relative performances of the PM and Lamont (who would have been in danger if he had done badly tonight). He feels that the Prime Minister suffers from conspiracy theories, and was sure no one was leaking or criticising from within Cabinet. He said it takes a lot for the PM to feel real passion or lose his cool. On the plane on the way back from Helsinki recently, Gordon, Hurd and the PM got into a big argument; suddenly the PM lost all reserve and shouted ‘I’ve never been wrong on a strategic decision – never fucking wrong, do you hear?’ and started swearing ‘bloody’ this and ‘bloody’ that. Hurd’s eyes rolled and John backed off. Gordon was highly amused, and impressed – but feels that the PM is a bit vulnerable because he is so thin skinned and needs reassurance.


One other nice event was lunch at the Tate with Richard Cohen. We are exact contemporaries, both aged forty-five, he at Cambridge so overlapped with Ray, and may even have had same tutor. We had long and fruitful chat about how to handle material – not to revise just yet, but crack on. He wants a new chunk to read by 19 October, which suits me – should manage down to Xmas easily, and that will include seduction which he has not seen. It’s still hard work finding hours to do it, and to get any quality in. About seventeen hours this week so far, and thirty pages. Richard thinks that’s a good pace, but I don’t.


Tower House, Saturday 3 October, 4 p.m.


A wet day at the windmill, wind blowing dismally around my eyrie as I type.


All around the news is gloomy and I think we’re in a great big old-fashioned slump. The government does not seem to know what it is doing. I’m bloody furious at the incompetence and shilly-shallying which has replaced intelligent decision-making among my colleagues. John Major seems to think that long Cabinet meetings are a substitute for strong leadership. His dithering and uncertainty itself is pushing the pound down and making a return to sanity harder by the day.


I have been fighting off redundancies in South Derbyshire, with part of Drakelow and Willington power stations to close and the collapse of Condor the builders. Daw Mill colliery is to close, with the loss of hundreds of jobs in the area. The Prison Department is not to move from London to Derby: good, because at £100 million, the figure given to me by Ken Clarke, it would work out at £50,000 per job moved, an unjustifiable sum. And if the prisons are to be run by private management companies in future, then the current 1,900 civil servants in the Department will not be needed – indeed 190 would be too many, so the project was rapidly heading for non-viability anyway. Ken did the announcements himself, as he did the coming into effect of the Criminal Justice Act, with confusing new rules on sentencing and parole which have caused much controversy. He wouldn’t let a junior minister do the presentation. In fact I don’t think we’ve heard anything of Peter Lloyd41 on national media since the election. Oh yes, that was just the job for me, I don’t think.


I did get depressed last week, really crashing stuff, for Lord Plumb has decided not to retire from the European Parliament. I had been hoping to succeed him. In fact he’s too good to retire, but he might have given a lead to the other useless ninnies currently sitting on good seats. I think we are going to do badly in these Euro elections, which could be against a background of four years of recession. Tory candidates in Labour seats will have a very hard time indeed. It does not make any sense for me to try for one of these, with the possible exception of Midlands Central. I shall just have to stick it out, and wait. If nothing suitable comes along, at least I shall be the best candidate for South Derbyshire, even after boundary changes. At worst I could lose this seat too! And I’d have to write seriously for a living, though by then our expenses would have fallen, with only Susie still at university.


I weighed myself at the gym and have hit 10st 8lbs, a sure sign of things getting out of control, so I can’t even console myself with a chocolate biscuit. Indeed I had stopped going to the gym in an effort to increase the hours available for writing, with the predictable result that my productivity and the quality of my work slumped.


The book is going on steadily; I have to send a chunk to Richard Cohen by 19 October, but oh, it is hard work! I found a nice quote from George Orwell in Michael Shelden’s biography of him, which I shall copy out and keep: ‘Good novels are not written by orthodoxy-sniffers, nor by people who are conscience-stricken about their own unorthodoxy. Good novels are written by those who are not frightened.’42


Deb is off to Germany next week. She has been much easier to live with since her future plans were settled, but a lassitude and sleepiness has taken over instead, so she has needed nagging to do basic things like opening a cheque account and buying some tickets. She has the use of Ray’s lovely new car – I think he is mad – and had a prang last night in Derby Station car park as she was trying to park in the rain. Tears all round, but he was sweet to her. He wasn’t as nice to me years ago when I knocked his precious Zephyr!


We have also had a slimy reporter hanging around. Last time Deb was in the papers she had a letter from a man called Darren who wanted a pen pal. It turned out he was a prisoner serving a sentence and had written while on home leave. She asked me what to do: I told her to bin the letter and not reply, but the silly softy ignored my advice because she felt sorry for him and no doubt intrigued too, and of course her letters have gone to the press. On Thursday night she was hysterical about it, all alone in the Tower House with this slimy reporter banging on the door. I told her just to ignore him and put the phone down on him when he called. Since I’ve never seen this correspondence, I’ve no idea what she might have said. We must have done something right to bring up such an innocent, kind-hearted kid, but I wish she would learn sense.


Tower House, Sunday 11 October, 7.15 p.m.


Dark outside; it has been a blustery day, and I took advantage of rain in the air to plant some more roses in front of the house. Alan Peat, the gardener, has been working very hard, getting rid of the vast awful expanse of gravel and has reseeded the area. I’m left with a tumbledown bank beyond the willow tree, but it will be ideal for rhododendrons next year. Slowly the garden is coming right.


What a strange Party Conference it turned out to be! At least nobody was talking drivel about green shoots of economic recovery this year. There are no signs of recovery at all. Brighton looks like a ghost town. Their unemployment level is around 14 per cent, with ‘For Sale’ signs everywhere on shops and houses. It looks as if progress has passed by and moved on. All those bijou shops selling dolls and dried flowers; how could they expect to earn a living in a recession? Nor does anyone deny we are in a slump. It can’t just be about interest rates; competition has a lot to do with it, as I keep telling businessmen, forcing down costs and reducing overheads. It is very hard on those affected and of course has multiplier effects throughout the economy. Brighton and much of the south has an additional problem, in that they have been very complacent and haven’t the foggiest idea how to cope, or to counteract the effects. At least in the Midlands we have been through all this before and are much less affected this time. For years it has been impossible to get planning permission in the south-east for any large scale employment activity, particularly industrial. Hove Council would have had a fit if it had been suggested that Toyota’s 600-acre site should be in their area. Planning permission for shops was no problem, so as the shops have failed there is nothing whatever to take their place. It is the same phenomenon as in the Sherwood constituency, where Andy Stewart43 was so determined to defend the pits; when they started to close there was no alternative employment. Heavens, we are so much better off with the diversity of industry in this area, and an unemployment rate still around 8 per cent, below the national average.


I put in today for the Midlands Central Euro seat, after discussing it with Ray. I could wait around forever for one of the ancients in the safer seats to retire; on existing form (they were at Brighton) none of them will. I like the name ‘Midlands Central’ very much; and it is on the right side of the country, with Birmingham International Airport and the NEC bang in the middle, with Peugeot as a big employer, and with lots of successful car component factories selling to Toyota etc. Of the eight Westminster seats in the area we hold five, including part of Coventry, and there might be more than one socialist candidate. Most of all, it is winnable – we should never have lost it – and I am well known there. Back in the days when it was regarded as safe, the selection committee probably wouldn’t have touched someone like me with a bargepole. I remember applying to Solihull, and getting a flea in my ear for being so cheeky! The prospect makes me feel excited too. If I get it, I have a platform. If I don’t – well, I tried and would have nothing to reproach myself for.


I am in a cheerful mood tonight, for the book went well last week – or rather, I clocked up my twenty-five hours and produced over forty pages all found, getting ready to send a chunk to Richard Cohen. Early morning seems best, and after a run; restoring my gym activities has definitely put my head to rights and reduced the sluggishness. I feel sleepy in the afternoons, so I try to avoid new creations then. We also have Three Line Quips coming out on the 19th and that looks very hopeful; it will be nice to get 50p for each copy sold, though at £10.95 I think it is overpriced. If it goes into paperback we may get a better deal. So there will be lots of telly and radio to do the first week we are back.


Did a fair bit this week too, starting with the Newsnight debate on the Conference fringe and finishing with Wogan, laying into that turd Max Clifford, source of many of the stories against David Mellor. The Newsnight debate on Europe with Michael Spicer44 was marvellous: well organised, with Peter Snow in the chair; it rang bells, and reminded me that I did something similar back in 1985 or ’86 on health, which also was successful. I agreed with Michael beforehand that we would be nice to one another, which diminished his effectiveness neatly. The official organisers were the Bow Group, who were worried that no one would come – but on the contrary, participants were hanging from the rafters and yelling lustily. Matthew Parris commented in The Times later that he was learning to be wary of old gentlemen in military moustaches and blazers shouting insults: a new apparition at Tory Conferences!


Lamont’s Conference debate was stirring stuff, but his own performance was lacklustre. By then I was back in the flat and bashing away at the word processor, but even I could see the glum looks on delegates’ faces as they heaved themselves to their feet for a compulsory eighty-second ovation, like they had a bad smell under their noses. I suspect John has manoeuvred him to take all the opprobrium, especially if it proves necessary to raise taxes; Lamont will want to stay in power not resign, but I should be amazed if he is still Chancellor by this time next year, or even by Christmas. He is such an arrogant man, so offhand, so unpleasant, with little sly eyes and a small wet mobile mouth like a predatory but lazy fish. His whole manner seems so self-indulgent. How could a fat little jowly man like that understand people who are having to pull in their belts?


I liked Hugo Young’s45 description of most of the PM’s speech: ‘We were told to get ready for the speech of Major’s lifetime if not ours… But this was promising too much. What came out was mostly a recitation of banalities delivered in a sanctimonious drone.’ Yes, that was true. What was more disappointing was that most of the rest, on domestic policy, could have been delivered in 1972, not 1992. The section on education, for example; in all the stuff about reading and spelling I waited for acknowledgement of languages, as in Maastricht: nothing. Or getting recognition around Europe for diplomas and training certificates: not a whisker. He seems to have forgotten the urgent need to teach technology and increase the number of scientists and engineers. Increasing the number of motorway service stations is not the answer! But then John himself is not educated. He didn’t get much from school, and his domestic policies are still mired at the level of a poor boy from a home in straitened circumstances in Brixton. A quick mind, but not a thoughtful or knowledgeable one. A vision stuck firmly in the 1950s and 1960s. No bloody imagination; no bloody vision.


Victoria, Friday 23 October, 10.40 p.m.


Funny how I used to wait at this hour for a visitor! He might be performing better elsewhere if he still came to see me. According to a monumentally catty article in The Times this week, he’s lonely and has had trouble eating and getting his shirts washed. When I gave John a copy of Three Line Quips yesterday evening in the lobby, I teased him, saying that any of us would make cocoa for him! He responded quite crossly, calling the article ‘shitty’. Poor John, he is having a terrible time right now. He looks grey, wan and tired.


Gloom in the Party has given way to panic, indeed to horror. As well as the John Major article in The Times, there is a perceptive piece by Simon Jenkins, its former editor, pointing out that 48,000 finance and banking staff and over 120,000 building workers have lost their jobs in the last twelve months. The misery really blew up in the government’s face last Tuesday, 13 October, my birthday, with the announcement that thirty-one pits were to be closed, leaving only seventeen open in the whole country. The economic case for closure of at least some pits is very strong. But heavens, was it badly handled, with some Cabinet ministers, including Mrs Shephard,46 not hearing about it till afterwards. The men were not prepared either, with some pits closed from Friday – a diabolical way to deal with people, especially as many were members of the Union of Democratic Mineworkers. Scargill has been prancing around like a genie newly escaped from his bottle. The middle class have joined in the fury; from comfortable gas central-heated homes they have written in, wanting to know the economics of spending dole money instead of buying the coal. Because they won’t always be on the dole, is the answer, but we can go on buying expensive coal forever. You can have whatever you want, provided you are prepared to pay for it.


Almost certainly our chances in ’94 are dished already, but we shall see. Peter Beasley is supposed to be announcing his retirement as an MEP at his AGM tonight. His constituency is Luton and Milton Keynes, both of which are grotty places. Should I try? The majority there is much better than in Midlands Central. However, the latter is closer to home. If boundary changes come up there may be something better in the offing. I wish, however, that I was not bothered by the thought that I could lose in both ’94 and ’96. In which case I would not return to the House of Commons, but do some TV and another book and hope to try again in ’99. It would mean I had wasted the whole of the 1990s and some of my best years. Making a lot of money is not a substitute for being useful. Still I sat in the coal debate yesterday and watched the shambles, the shouting and yelling and posturing on both sides, with disgust and disbelief. It really is a bear garden. The public sit in the gallery, bemused and anxious, even frightened. The Lords in their two rows look decrepit and supercilious. Ambassadors and foreign visitors are puzzled. I am slowly coming to loathe it all, as inimical to good debate or serious consideration of complex issues in difficult times. My view was formed before I had sat there six hours waiting to be called. I will not play their games of joining some spurious committee and claiming an empty importance, just to get ten minutes at the tail end of a debate.


Victoria, Friday 6 November, 9 a.m.


Glum faces all round in the Conservative Party about Clinton’s victory,47 but I am absolutely delighted. Bush had lost interest and looked old and feeble until just the last few weeks. His approach and style seemed so dated. Barbara Bush, deliberately subsuming her brain and subordinating herself to ‘George’ all her life, was the wrong image; Hillary Clinton, who didn’t even want to use her husband’s name, who has one child not five, and who is among the US’s top 100 lawyers, is a formidable, clever woman who sees no reason to pretend otherwise. For her alone I would have voted Democrat. There is more to it than changing a generation, however. Clinton was seventeen when he met Kennedy at the White House – there was some marvellous archive film of that, with the besotted look on Clinton’s face which expressed how all we young people felt about Kennedy. The man inspired: ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country. That drove so many of us to have an ideal of service, not just self-seeking, not just money. This is what keeps me in politics instead of heading for the media: being useful is more important, more valuable than being rich. Herein lies the emptiness of the last decade; there is no inspiration in the city whizz-kid or Essex man. Even their wealth is empty and shallow. People want and need prosperity, but they need something else as well, some feeling which drives us to help other human beings stay alive, or to reduce their suffering, or to bring them to peace. It was particularly poignant that Clinton was Governor of Arkansas, one of the poorest states, where he piloted anti-racial legislation; he launched and ended his campaign in the state capital, Little Rock, where thirty-five years ago an earlier Governor had called in the militia to defy the Federal District Court’s ruling on desegregated schools. I remember being very moved by the image of the terrified little black girl in pigtails being led to school past Alsatian dogs straining at the leash, held by huge state troopers with bursting shirts and menacing grins on their faces. (I must have been only ten or eleven myself at the time.) So this ghost has been laid to rest too, after so long and after such pain. The view here is that the inexperienced Clinton could be like Jimmy Carter – weak, nice, ineffectual. But I reckon the Kennedy model is much the more appropriate, and the fact that Clinton did it without being devious and without all that money is wonderful (and he had a much bigger majority than Kennedy).


It turns out that I must have had the briefest of contacts with Clinton at Oxford, though I don’t remember him at all! When I was standing to become President of the Union in 1968, we debated Vietnam. William Waldegrave was in support of the US action and I was against (I don’t recall the motion). This was not exactly a fair match, as William’s Dad had been in Macmillan’s government, whereas I had only the foggiest idea where Vietnam was. And he made much the better speech. I thought the Americans were foolish and their activities doomed to failure, but it was hard to say so without aligning with the left and being anti-war: that meant I had no clear line to take. It turns out that Bill Clinton took part in the debate as a Rhodes Scholar and spoke on my side; one TV company dug out archive film of the event, and there we all were. I hadn’t even realised it was being filmed. Bill Clinton went on anti-Vietnam marches in London and grew his hair long; I lost the Presidency and tried to become an accountant.


The man who is looking like a Jimmy Carter is John Major. Elected on a niceness ticket, he is twisting and turning, failing to give leadership, duffing it up with incompetence, vacillation, petulance, poor (disastrous!) handling of the media, empty threats; twiddling around in a cloud of dust and getting nowhere fast. The result is lack of action, and exasperation turning to despair. After the coal debate, the Maastricht paving debate48 on Wednesday. The idea no doubt was to pull off another 244 majority, but Labour promptly announced they would vote against. On the main motion, to proceed, the vote was 319 to 316. The rebels held together very well, with twenty-six Tories voting against on the second vote and six abstaining. David Lightbown49 missed the vote as he was out in the lobby chasing an abstainer! Our two poorlies, Julian Critchley (back operation) and Don Thompson,50 were both brought in. Don looked awful – two stone lighter and shrinking, with sagging skin hanging like folds on his once pudgy face. He had had chest pains in the summer and went for a check-up; the angiogram went berserk and the doctor refused to let him go home, operating on him two days later for a quaternary heart bypass, a thoroughly nasty job. I like Don, though he was always a bit of a dope. I don’t feel vindicated – just sad.


So we fought hard, and we won. Yet within hours it was all thrown away, with the announcement that third reading would be delayed until after the Danish referendum in May. At least that’s how it appears. Michael Carttiss51 was persuaded by the PM to vote with us by being told just that; he took it for a U-turn and so does everyone else. In fact (I suspect) the only change in policy was not to crash through the committee stage with late-night sittings, weekends etc., but to have a half-day’s full debate each week, interspersed with other things, including greater attention to the economy. The result will be, of course, that it will take longer. Linking it with the Danes is crass in the extreme. So what was the battle royal on Wednesday night for? And what about the argument that we should not hide behind the Danes? And since the PM argued that all this delay costs jobs, how many more jobs does this (apparent) delay cost? Etc., etc.


I should add that the polls reflect my pessimism and annoyance at the PM. John Major has become the most unpopular PM since polling began, according to last week’s Sunday Times. The percentage satisfied is down to 21 per cent. It will be even lower next month. Dissatisfied is 72 per cent. You could say that his honeymoon period is over. It feels just like mid-term, not six months after an election. I suppose psychologically, we are dating the handover of power to December 1990. Yet there are signs that the economy is moving – car sales and exports both up in September and October; my secretary Jane Lea52 was gazumped for a house; repossessions of houses falling; interest rates now down to 8 per cent; inflation rock steady at 3.6 per cent; no plans to cut road-building or capital projects. The US economy grew 2.5 per cent in the most recent quarter; Clinton could preside over a spectacular recovery if he handles it right. The dollar is strengthening, which will help our exports (no sanctions against us, ‘because the British believe in free trade’). Against the DM we are still low, around 2.43. If that isn’t a raft of opportunity to help us through the economic rapids, then I don’t know what is. In a local estate agent in Victoria, one-bedroom flats are being advertised to rent at £180–200 per week. Somebody has some cash.


Victoria, Thursday 3 December, 11 p.m.


Not written any diary recently, partly because I worked hard to send off a chunk of A Parliamentary Affair: on Monday off it went, around 55,000 words of it. I have done over 130,000 words in total and it feels as if it really will happen. There are now fifty-one imaginary characters – I have quite a card index, from the colour of their hair and eyes to their bodily functions! I am feeling quite chipper about it. It helps to be reading Anna Karenina, which has enriched my life. The technique is so simple, effective and telling, and even the serious bits – Levin and the peasants – extremely well done. The voting episode, in which Levin doesn’t know what is going on, is really funny and could be a fair description of procedure in the House of Commons, right down to the whips taking green newcomers by the hand and ensuring they appear in the right lobby.


The Church of England Synod voted to admit women as priests (though it has to go through the House of Commons first – I shall enjoy voting for that). Ann Widdecombe immediately declared that she was to leave the church, and attended mass in Westminster Cathedral. John Gummer53 has just resigned from the Synod for the same reason, but carefully stays on umpteen committees to retain his influence. Grotty people, misogynists all. May they wake up and find themselves in bed with a black monk: though that might do both some good.


The Maastricht Bill is at last under way, and so is a support group of Tory backbenchers, the ‘Positive Europeans’, seventy-six in all, no ministers and only one PPS (Graham Bright, who must have checked with John Major first). Only about thirty come to meetings and a dozen or so sat in the chamber for the two days this week and made themselves felt and heard. Lots of old gents uttered words of weak support in meetings, but have shown very little in debate. Their tactics are to keep away and shut up – but all that does is give the Eurosceptics a free run. So instead some of us are having fun, harrying the other side. Cash spoke for three hours and made himself thoroughly unpopular, and then made a complete prat of himself at 9.30 p.m. last night by calling ‘strangers’,54 to the fury of harder men like James Cran, Chris Gill55 and John Butcher,56 who was seething. I sat behind both Cash and Taylor, wearing brightly coloured outfits, and muttered into their microphones (which is very off-putting!) or laughed at them, or interjected ‘poppycock’ and the like; and pulled faces, including at one dramatic point as Taylor was calling the wrath of heaven on all and sundry, doing my witch’s hex act right behind him, to the delight of all TV watchers. The results were splendid: 416 to 9 against ‘strangers’, and 296 to 164 on closure. One problem now is simply time. There is no debate on it next week. Maybe one day the week after. There are around thirty groups of amendments: if we have one or two days on each group, that is probably twelve to fifteen weeks’ work. There are twelve weeks in the next term before Easter recess on 2 April, so John’s promise not to reach third reading before May will be kept. A sleazy promise, and unnecessary too. Last night about 10.30 p.m., as I crossed the Members’ Lobby on my way home, Hugh Dykes57 expressed his disgust that at best only one more day was scheduled for Maastricht before Xmas. He told me the whips were discussing it there and then, so I knocked on the whips’ door and found Richard, non-committal, leaning back in a high chair; his dreadful Deputy, David Heathcoat-Amory,58 who has as much personality as my little finger and wouldn’t be where he is if his Dad had been Mr Jones from Cardiff; Tristan Garel-Jones, leaning forward and arguing hard – as the minister in charge of the Bill, he wants to get on too; and nice, dear Tim Boswell, like a solid English oak, looking troubled, his eyes lighting up as I ventured in. I said my piece about us being fresh and keen, and offered to raise it in Business Questions to Tony Newton59 today, and did. It’s rumoured that Heathcoat-Amory is hostile, so my intervention may have been timely. What a dozy apology for a government.


Bad news: Midlands Central have not called me for interview but are down to their last three candidates. Bit like Northfield60 all over again, and this time I know better things are on their way. As it happens I am in the Meriden constituency tomorrow at Bickenhill, so I shall have some fun being frostily pessimistic about their chances of winning the seat back.


Tower House, Sunday 13 December, 3.15 p.m.


On Tuesday evening I was one of a delegation which went to see John Major in his room at the back of the Chair in the House of Commons. Our purpose was to urge a satisfactory outcome at the Edinburgh summit, and a rapid ratification of the Maastricht Bill (which has still only done two days in the Chamber in the whole of our Presidency. I think that is a steaming disgrace). It is not only my impression that the PM blows to whichever wind is whistling in his ear, and that therefore the ‘pros’ have to keep making strong noises or he will bend to the ‘antis’. Hence the formation of the Positive Europeans. John was funny, informative, confidential: he’s at his best in small groups. But he clearly has no ‘vision’ of Europe as his own at all. How very, very depressing. He explained he had been straddling an ever-growing chasm in the Party since the summer (I remember telling him to take Cash et al seriously in the spring) – ‘people have been fed a diet of venom’. Yet it does not seem to have occurred to him that his own prevarication and vagueness provided the opportunity for both bile and wedge-driving; had he shown more determination and leadership, had we got on with the ratification process with energy and dispatch, much more of the row would have subsided. None of us dared say so. I got as close as possible by looking him in the eye and sounding a bit hostile as I commented that it was good to see we were no longer talking to ‘the biggest Eurosceptic in the Cabinet’, the silly remark he made last summer which was intended to appease the Eurosceptics and instead only encouraged them. We came out of there feeling anxious. Nobody quite trusts him any more.


I sent in my application to South Bedfordshire this week, closing date 31 December. Fingers crossed. It isn’t a brilliant seat, but should be better with some effort. I need to buy another little black suit.


I went to hear Rabin, the new Israeli Prime Minister, in the aptly named ‘Moses Room’ of the House of Lords this week. Very impressive. At last an Israeli government which wants peace and is prepared to give way to get it. He has stopped all new settlements in the ‘Territories’ as he calls them and ended grants to settlers to go there. He wants a change from Israeli investment in the Territories to ‘investing in the social and economic welfare of people in the rest of the country’. The Occupied Territories should attract investment from outside, he said. The Arab countries have paid only lip service to the notion of helping the Palestinians. Now he envisages big projects, e.g. joining Red Sea and Dead Sea, so gaining hydroelectric power and reducing the salinity of large areas. There are studies which show how a revitalised, peaceful Israel could become the Hong Kong of the Middle East. He has accepted Resolution 242 and is seeking peace treaties with all neighbours on a bilateral basis: ‘For there to be peace, the people in the region must make it themselves.’ As for 200,000 anti-government demonstrators in Tel Aviv, Rabin said, ‘We have taken risks in war; now we must take risks in peace.’ He is ready to withdraw Israeli armed forces from the Golan Heights ‘to secure and recognised boundaries’. Wow. He has said there should be a date for elections in the Occupied Territories for interim self-government for Palestinians. Trouble is, they see that only as a step towards independence; Rabin sees a federation as more appropriate. Jerusalem to remain whole and Israeli, and so on. It’s clear that a great deal of thinking and heart-searching has been going on, and I deeply approve, so now I have joined CFI (Conservative Friends of Israel), which I have resisted doing for nearly ten years, since Begin blighted the land and destroyed hope. Now there’s a new prophet singing a new song.


Les Tuileries, Wednesday 30 December, 11 p.m.


Sitting by a bright red fire, toasting… The house has only 12kW of power, which is not enough to have all radiators on, water heater, underfloor heater, cooker, fridge, washing machine, kettle, coffee maker, microwave and toaster all at the same time, as is my wont. So it has to be increased to 20kW, which means a bigger standing charge (and electricity is not cheap here), but it can’t be attended to till Thursday morning next week when I’m leaving. Thus I have shrunk my activities to three rooms: kitchen, lit en séjour (put-u-up) and bathroom, all of which are kept warm by judicious fiddling with the heaters and turning the water on only at night. To be truthful, the house has now warmed up nicely and the weather has improved, but my first couple of days here felt like freezing for my art. Tots of whisky in hot water a big help! The fireplace has been redone and looks lovely, so inviting, but still smokes if the logs are placed too near the front. No wonder the mantelpiece was black – it has given problems since 1810 (you would have thought someone would have rebuilt it before now). The log pile includes pieces of dried old beam, which of course is oak: so I have rediscovered what the English have long since forgotten, that oak is the best fire of all, burning slow and hot and with less ash. Wonderful. All I need is a fat cat and a small dog, and my life would be complete.


I’m here to write, but I can’t tell till this time next week how I am getting on. So far so good is all I can guess at. I’ve done over twenty hours from Sunday to Tuesday inclusive, so I took today off and had a glorious time, catching the 9.35 TGV at Le Mans, which then takes only fifty-five minutes into Montparnasse. Marvellous! I spent an hour at Réciproque and bought a lovely Guy Laroche sequinned top and a black velvet skirt, which will be OK for New Year’s Eve tomorrow – dinner at the Carters, about twenty people. And two coats – one posh, long, black, woolly which I promptly wore, and an apricot wool/cashmere mixture, three-quarter length, pretty for spring. Must come again at Easter, preferably a stone lighter. Trying on suits was very depressing. I refuse to be a size sixteen, but really I look very dumpy at the moment. All that chocolate I eat at home! Ray keeps giving me bits, as if he wants the reassurance of me the same size as him. Huh!


End of the year, quite a good Xmas: Debbie still somewhat erratic, especially when she has stayed up late or read a book into the early hours. I do understand her moods, but get fed up with them. Being co-operative is no harder than screaming at everyone.


I felt rather wistful on the boat coming over. Some company would have been nice. Couples on both sides of me were talking to each other as we never do, chattering away gaily, sharing all sorts of inconsequential stuff. RFC and I avoid such talk. We both have the instinct to contradict and to rule. So we talk hardly at all. That’s why I write a diary – I have to have someone to talk to that I can expect: (1) not to criticise even when I am being stupid, lazy or disorganised, as usual; (2) not to tell everybody; and (3) not to lie to me or let me down. Awful that there is no human being I feel I can say that of, isn’t it? I still feel badly let down by John Major, and had a little weep about it last night. It’s soothing that it doesn’t hurt so much, as time goes by.


The closing date for the South Bedfordshire Euro seat is tomorrow, so I shall be on tenterhooks till I hear if there are any interviews. Prag61 is also retiring and I am getting good vibes from Watford, of all places. However if I were adopted for Bedfordshire or Hertfordshire there would be a problem, as I would presumably want to keep the implied promise and stay with them instead of moving back to the Midlands: that means moving house. I can’t drive 100+ miles on a Saturday night after late dinner, every weekend. Not on. Maybe the expenses would be enough to rent a cottage, but what is the point of marriage if hubby is never there?


Nearly midnight. Fire burning low, turn the logs over to coax a little more life into them. It goes cold very quickly when they stop flickering. Munching cherries in red wine and brandy, a real treat; they would be marvellous hot, with ice cream. That’s why I’ve put on a stone since Easter!
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